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ABSTRACT 

Objectives of the research project described in this 
report were to explore the African American adolescents' perceptions 
of the social forces shaping their lives and well being. The project 
examined: (1) perceptions and understandings of racial 

discrimination; (2) their views of the value of schooling and the 
role of school achievement; (3) their sel f-percept i ons in terms of 
abilities; (4) the impact of adolescents' ethnic identities on school 
performance and social adjustment; (5) the influence of peers on 
adolescents' perceptions of the importance of educational 
achievement; and (6) adolescents' rel at i onships with their teachers. 
Parenting styles and parent-child rel at i onships have also been 
examined. Findings suggest that the more African American students 
perceive themselves as targets of discrimination, the less they 
believe that schooling is important, and the more they report 
symptoms of anxiety and depression. African American adolescents 
perceive the inequalities that exist in American society, and these 
perceptions affect their adjustment. Additional research is needed to 
examine the effects of child-rearing practices common in African 
American families. Historical and sociological material concerning 
racism and discrimination in American society should be integrated 
into instructional material; this could have a positive effect on 
African American psychological adjustment and school achievement. 
Additional research with a focus on the African American subculture 
will help design programs and approaches that can overcome the 
effects of discrimination and socioeconomic factors. (Contains two 
figures and four references.) (SLD) 
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PROJECT OVERVIEW 

Data from past and recent large- 
scale surveys have shown that achieve- 
ment differences between African- 
American and white youngsters be- 
gin in elementary school and persist 
throughout all grade levels (Hum- 
phreys, 1988; Norman, 1988). This 
discrepancy in achievement is espe- 
cially distressing in light of current 
and expected shifts in the labor mar- 
ket toward jobs requiring higher skills 
and higher levels of education. 

A promising and increasingly 
popular explanation for the academic 
problems of African-American stu- 
dents is that the persistent under- 
achievement of African Americans is 
an adaptive response to their limited 
social and economic opportunities in 
adult life. According to this thesis, 
low school achievement represents an 
adaptive response to the requirements 
of cultural imperatives that exist 
within the social contexts or ecologi- 
cal structure facing African Ameri- 
cans. 

The overall goal of research in this 
program has been to characterize the 
social and environmental contexts 
facing urban, inner-city families, to 
identify the strategies families em- 
ploy to promote their adaptation, and 
to evaluate the effectiveness of these 
strategies. 

Specifically, objectives of this re- 
search project have been to explore 
the African-American adolescent s 
perceptions of the social forces shap- 
ing their lives and well-being in 



American society. This project has 
examined such issues as: (a) the ado- 
lescents' perceptions and understand- 
ing of racial discrimination; (b) their 
views of the value of schooling and 
the role of school achievement in 
their social mobility; (c) their self- 
perceptions in terms of abilities; (d) 
the impact of adolescents’ ethnic 
identity on their school performance 
and social adjustment; (e) the influ- 
ence of peers on adolescents’ percep- 
tions of the importance of educational 
achievement; and (0 the adolescents’ 
relationships with their teachers. 
Each area represents factors related 
to achievement. 

This project also examines the im- 
pact of the child-rearing practices of 
African-American parents on adoles- 
cent school achievement and psycho- 
social adjustment. African-American 
adolescents typically have not been 
the focus of attention in the child de- 
velopment literature and, thus, little 
is known about the social forces that 
shape their development. This project 
looks at issues such as: (a) parenting 
styles and adolescent adjustment and 
school performance; (b) kinship rela- 
tions and parents' child-rearing styles; 
(c) kinship social support and adoles- 
cent adjustment; (d) parental involve- 
ment in adolescents’ schooling; and(e) 
family environment and adolescents’ 
adjustment and achievement. 

HIGHLIGHTS OF FINDINGS 

• The more that African-Ameri- 
can adolescents perceive them- 



selves as targets of discrimina- 
tion, the less they believe that 
schooling is important and the 
more they report symptoms of 
anxiety and depression. 

• African-American adolescents 
perceive the inequalities that ex- 
ist in American society, and these 
perceptions have negative impli- 
cations for their psychosocial ad- 
justment. 

• Research on child-rearing prac- 
tices common in African-Ameri- 
can families and their impact on 
adjustment of adolescents is im- 
portant because very little is 
known about the nature of fam- 
ily relations in African-Ameri- 
can households. This research 
shows that extended families 
play important roles in the social 
development of adolescents and 
in the adjustment of all family 
members. 

• Family members are better ad- 
justed when they have the ben- 
efit of kinship support; children 
are more likely to be exposed to 
positive parenting behaviors 
when extended relatives offer as- 
sistance. Figure 1 illustrates this 
relationship between kinship 
support and adolescent adjust- 
ment. 

• Adolescents who view their 
neighborhoods as relatively safe 
tend to have more positive ad- 
justment and better school per- 
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formance. This relationship 
and its effect on parental ad- 
justment and parenting prac- 
tices — as well as the social 
support network discussed 
above — is shown in Figure 2. 

CONCLUSIONS 
AND IMPLICATIONS 

• Historical and sociological 
material concerning racism and 
discrimination in American so- 
ciety should be integrated into 
instructional material; this 
could have a positive effect on 
African-American psycho- 
social adjustment and school 
achievement. 

• Social policy and programs 
that serve the African-Ameri- 
can community must recognize 
that kinship relationships serve 
as primary group social sup- 
ports for African-American 
families living in urban areas. 
Programmatic efforts that 
strengthen these relationships 
could have positive effects 
relative to parent involvement 
and the development of self-re- 
liance, better behavior and 
grades in school, and increased 
resilience in African-American 
youth. 

• Family policy and programs 
which aim to impact poor Af- 



rican-American households 
should develop programmatic 
components that connect the 
family to other parents in the 
community. Schools could be 
instrumental in this process 
through scheduling events so as 
to attract adults from the com- 
munity, parents, and parents-to- 
be into the school building at the 
same time. 

• Increasing networks for neigh- 
borhood safety and protection 
ultimately can contribute to more 
positive adolescent adjustment 
and better school performance. 

• Local government should 
strongly encourage the coordina- 
tion of resource delivery in or- 
der to enhance support systems 
for African-American families. 
Local school boards must work 
closely with the department of 
recreation, city social service 
agencies, etc., in order to ensure 
coordinated delivery of re- 
sources. 

• Further research is needed in 
order to apply these findings in 
specific areas of curriculum and 
social policy. Additional longi- 
tudinal and cross-sectional data 
are also needed in order to bet- 
ter understand the long- term ef- 
fects of African-American par- 



enting styles and kinship rela- 
tionships. 

• All of these data need to be 
applied in a larger model of 
African-American adolescent 
subculture formation relative 
to perceptions of the opportu- 
nity structure, the reality of 
downward mobility, and the 
dynamics of family function- 
ing in the African-American 
community. 

***** 
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Figure 2. Conceptual model of the association of neighborhood 
quality* family social network* and parent and adolescent well- 
being. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of the mediation of the asso- 
ciation of kinship support and adolescent well-being. 
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